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Chapter One – Too Slow

[image: ]


Jed Hollister had been running since sunup, and the sun was winning.

It hung low and mean over the desert, bleeding heat into the ground until the earth itself seemed to breathe fire. His boots dragged through sand that wanted to swallow him, each step harder than the last.

Behind him, somewhere beyond the ridgeline, came the men.

He couldn’t see them anymore.

Didn’t need to.

He could feel them.

Lawmen didn’t give up easy. Not when there was a rope waiting and a crowd eager to watch a man kick.

Jed spat dust and kept moving.

His throat felt like it had been scraped hollow. His canteen was dry. He’d shaken the last drop from it miles back and still turned it upside down every few minutes, like maybe the desert might take pity and refill it.

It never did.

Nothing out here ever did.

He crested a rise and stopped, bending forward with his hands on his knees, dragging air into his lungs. The land rolled out ahead—miles of nothing. Rock. Sand. Heat shimmer.

No water.

No shelter.

No chance.

Jed laughed once, low and rough. “Picked a fine place to die, didn’t you?”

The wind answered him with a dry whisper.

He straightened and looked back.

Nothing moved.

But he knew better.

They were coming.

They always came.

Jed touched the Colt at his side, feeling the weight of it like an old promise. It had gotten him out of worse than this. It had put men in the ground who swore they’d bury him.

It had also put one man down who shouldn’t have been.

Jed’s jaw tightened.

He didn’t let himself think about that.

Not now.

Not ever, if he could help it.

He turned and kept walking.

The sun dipped lower. Shadows stretched long and thin across the land. The heat didn’t break—it just changed shape, pressing in closer, heavier.

Jed stumbled.

Caught himself.

Kept going.

“You stop,” he muttered, “you don’t start again.”

That was the rule.

That was the only rule left.

The ground shifted under his boot. Loose sand slid, dragging his foot sideways. He went down hard, shoulder first, grit filling his mouth.

For a moment, he stayed there.

Just a moment.

The earth felt cool beneath the top layer, almost inviting.

Like it was asking him to stay.

Jed pushed up with a curse. “Not yet.”

He spat and wiped his mouth, leaving a streak of mud and blood across his sleeve.

Then he saw it.

A dark line against the rock ahead.

At first he thought it was shadow.

Then he realized—

It was an opening.

A cave.

Jed stared at it a long time.

Every story he’d ever heard about holes in the ground came back to him. Men went in and didn’t come out. Creatures lived where the sun didn’t reach. Things that didn’t belong in daylight.

He almost turned away.

Then a sound drifted faint across the land behind him.

A shout.

Distant.

But real.

Jed closed his eyes a second.

“Alright,” he said.

He turned toward the cave.

Each step felt heavier than the last, but the darkness ahead promised something the open land didn’t.

Shade.

Cool air.

A place to hide.

He reached the mouth and stopped.

The temperature dropped the instant he stepped close. A breath of cold air brushed his face, raising the hair on his neck.

It smelled wrong.

Not rot.

Not water.

Something older.

Jed rested his hand on his Colt.

“Just a hole in the ground,” he told himself.

He stepped inside.

The light faded quick behind him. Within a few paces, the world narrowed to shadow and stone. The air grew still. Quiet.

Too quiet.

Jed took another step.

Then another.

The cave stretched deeper than it should have, the walls closing in before widening again. The farther he went, the more the outside world felt like something already gone.

Like he’d stepped out of it.

Jed stopped and looked back.

The entrance was still there.

A pale square of light.

Small.

Too small.

He frowned.

“Didn’t look that far,” he muttered.

The air shifted.

A low sound moved through the stone.

Jed turned.

“What was—”

The ground answered.

A deep, grinding roar filled the cave as the entrance collapsed. Rock tore loose from above, crashing down in a storm of dust and thunder. Light vanished in an instant.

Jed staggered back, throwing up an arm as grit filled his eyes and mouth.

Then—

Silence.

Thick.

Heavy.

Final.

Jed stood in the dark, breathing hard.

He waited.

Nothing moved.

No light returned.

No wind.

No sound from outside.

He turned slowly, staring into black that swallowed everything.

“Well,” he said at last, voice low and rough, “that’s one way to stop running.”

His hand found his pocket. He struck a match.

The flame flared weak and small.

The walls leapt into view—close, uneven, pressing in.

And deeper ahead...

The cave went on.

Farther than it had any right to.

Jed swallowed.

“No way back,” he said.

The match flickered.

And in that trembling light...

He thought he saw something move.

Not shadow.

Not rock.

Something else.

The flame burned down to his fingers. He dropped it with a curse.

Darkness rushed in again.

Jed rested his hand on his Colt.

“Alright,” he whispered into the black. “You want me... you’re gonna have to come get me.”

The cave didn’t answer.

But somewhere ahead—

Something waited.
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Chapter Two – The Man Who Ran Too Slow
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Jed Hollister hit the ground hard and rolled, the breath driven clean out of him. Gravel tore at his palms as he slid to a stop beside the tracks. Behind him, the train thundered on, iron wheels screaming like it had no care for the man it just threw off.

He lay there a moment, staring up at the darkening sky, listening.

No gunfire.

No shouting.

That meant one thing.

He’d lost them... or they’d lost him.

Jed pushed himself up slow, every muscle aching. His hat was gone, shirt torn, dust clinging to him like a second skin. He checked his Colt. Still there. Still loaded.

“Reckon I outran death,” he muttered.

Then he shook his head. “No... just slowed it down.”

The land stretched empty in every direction—hard country, broken and mean. No town. No water. No mercy. The kind of place a man could vanish and never be found again.

Jed started walking.

Each step dragged. The sun sank low, bleeding red across the horizon. His throat burned dry. His boots felt like iron.

He kept seeing the train.

Seeing that man fall.

Seeing the look in his eyes.

Jed clenched his jaw. “Wasn’t supposed to happen that way.”

But it had.

It always did.

That was the trouble with running—sooner or later, you ran too slow.

A wind stirred across the land, low and uneasy. Jed paused, listening. Something wasn’t right.

A sound.

Faint.

Like stone shifting.

He turned toward a ridge ahead where the earth opened into shadow. A cave. Black as sin.

Jed studied it a long moment.

“Better than dying in the open,” he said.

He made his way toward it, boots scraping rock. The air cooled as he stepped inside. The light behind him faded fast. Within a few steps, the world narrowed to darkness.

He struck a match.

The flame flickered, throwing long, crooked shadows across the walls. The cave stretched deeper than it should have, twisting inward.

Jed moved slow.

One step.

Then another.

Behind him, the earth groaned.

He turned just as the entrance gave way.

Rock crashed down in a roar, sealing the opening. Dust choked the air. Jed staggered back, coughing as the last of the daylight vanished.

Silence followed.

Heavy.

Complete.

Jed stood there breathing hard.

“Well,” he said quietly, “that’s one way to stop running.”

The match burned his fingers. He dropped it. Darkness swallowed everything.

For a long moment, he didn’t move.

Then he struck another match.

The flame jumped to life—

—and for just a second, he thought he saw something move deeper in the cave.

Not shadow.

Not rock.

Something else.

Jed’s hand drifted to his Colt.

“Alright,” he said low. “If I ain’t alone... you best show yourself.”

The cave didn’t answer.

Only silence.

And the feeling...

that something was waiting.
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Chapter Three – The First Thing
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The match burned low in Jed Hollister’s fingers, the flame trembling like it didn’t want to stay lit.

Neither did he.

The cave pressed in close, walls uneven and slick in places, like the stone itself had been worn down by something that moved through it. Not water. Not time.

Something else.

Jed held the match out farther.

“Come on,” he muttered. “Show yourself.”

The light flickered.

For a moment, nothing.

Then—

A sound.

Soft.

Dragging.

Jed froze.

It came again, deeper in the cave. A slow scrape, like something being pulled across stone. Not walking. Not crawling right.

Dragging.

Jed’s hand tightened around his Colt.

“Man or beast,” he said low, “don’t matter much to me.”

He stepped forward.

The flame bent sideways as if a breath had passed it. The air grew colder. Not the kind of cool that comes with shade—this was deeper. Dead.

The sound came again.

Closer.

Jed stopped.

The match guttered.

And in that thin, shaking light—

He saw it.

A shape low to the ground.

Too long.

Too thin.

It moved wrong.

One arm stretched forward, fingers digging into the dirt, pulling the rest of it along. The other arm followed, slower, weaker. Its legs... didn’t work right. One dragged useless behind it, twisted at an angle no living man could hold.

Jed’s breath caught.

“Lord...”

The thing lifted its head.

Its face—

Was a man’s.

Or had been.

Skin pulled tight over bone, eyes
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